SUMMARY A MUMPS based computer system is described for the processing of data in a microbiology laboratory. The system uses visual display units and mnemonic codes for data input. All functions are carried out within the department by the medical, technical, and clerical staff. While the system described is integrated with other user-systems in the hospital, it is readily adaptable, and portable to a stand-alone system. Pathology laboratories are faced with an increasing workload at a time of increasing financial stringency. The acquisition of further personnel in the laboratory is being thwarted by budgetary restraints. In order to cope with both the greater complexity of the work and the increase in numbers of specimens, and yet keep revenue costs within acceptable limits, it is becoming increasingly necessary to look at computerassisted data processing.
Pathology laboratories are faced with an increasing workload at a time of increasing financial stringency. The acquisition of further personnel in the laboratory is being thwarted by budgetary restraints. In order to cope with both the greater complexity of the work and the increase in numbers of specimens, and yet keep revenue costs within acceptable limits, it is becoming increasingly necessary to look at computerassisted data processing.
A number of systems applicable to microbiology have been reported. Periodic analysis of paper tape coded data was described by Alexander et al.,' while the use of paper tape for reporting and analysis was reported by Mitchison et al.2 Punch card systems were described by Whitby and Blair,3 Goodwin and Smith,4 and Goodwin,5 the latter using the Portapunch system. In an effort to speed the transfer of data from the laboratory bench, two similar systems using optimal mark reading (OMR) have been reported.6 7 In the above systems, it appears that an extra step has been introduced into the laboratory work pattern, the burden of which falls on either the secretarial or technical staff. Microbiology reporting differs from that in biochemistry and haematology significantly in that most of the data destined for patients' notes are not in numerical form. This places a stringent requirement for flexibility on any computer system for microbiology reporting.
Objectives of the present system
The Microbiology Laboratory at University College Hospital, London, handles more than 140 000
Received for publication 19 February 1980 specimens per year, with a current compound increase in the workload of approximately 12% per annum. Computer-assisted reporting was originally introduced using an OMR based system, linked to the hospital main-frame computer then in use, a Rank Xerox Sigma 6. Owing to an unacceptably high failure rate of both peripheral and central hardware, the system had to be prematurely abandoned. On return to a manual reporting system, it rapidly became apparent that computer processing was a necessity. The hospital main-frame was at about that time (1977) replaced with a PDP 11/70 running MUMPS software. We were thus presented with the challenge of designing a new system to process our workload using unfamiliar software against a background of suspicion from the laboratory staff.
The following laboratory objectives were required from the new system:
1 The workflow pattern of the laboratory should require minimal alteration from the manual-reporting system.
2 The computer should be available day and night, seven days a week.
3 The system should be reliable with minimal down-time. 4 The laboratory staff should not be held to specific times for reporting, checking, and printing reports on grounds of computer availability alone. As far as possible, all reports should be printed in the laboratory. 
